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FINDINGS

Observed recidivism 
rates of sex offenders 
are underestimates of 
actual reoffending.

Measurement variations 
across studies 
(operational definitions, 
length of the followup 
period, populations 
being studied, methods 
used) often produce 
disparate findings.

Sexual recidivism rates 
range from 5 percent 
after 3 years to 24 
percent after 15 years.

The rates of recidivism 
for general crime are 
higher than those for 
sex crime.

Different types of sex 
offenders have different 
rates of recidivism.
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Chapter 5: Adult Sex Offender Recidivism

by Roger Przybylski 

Introduction

ecidivism has been conceptually defined as the reversion to criminal behavior by an individual who 

was previously convicted of a criminal offense (Maltz, 2001). It reflects both the individual's 

recurrent failure to abide by society's laws and the failure of the criminal justice system to 

"correct" the individual's law-breaking behavior (Maltz, 2001). While the etiology of criminal behavior is 

complex (see chapter 2, "Etiology of Adult Sexual Offending," in the Adult section) and recidivism results 

from a range of personal and social factors, it is important to recognize that recidivism is not simply 

another term for repeat offending. Rather, it refers to the recurrence of illegal behavior after an 

individual experiences legal consequences or correctional interventions imposed, at least in part, to 

eliminate that behavior or prevent it from occurring again (Henslin, 2008).1

While recidivism has long been a concern of criminal justice practitioners and policymakers, it has 

received renewed attention in recent years due to the record number of convicted offenders living in our 

communities.
2
 Research has demonstrated that repeat offenders account for a disproportionate amount 

of crime and that offenders released from prison are arrested at rates 30 to 45 times higher than the 

general population (Rosenfeld, Wallman, & Formango, 2005). As a result, there is widespread 

recognition today that recidivism has a direct impact on public safety and that recidivism reduction 

should be a key goal of the criminal justice system. This is particularly true with regard to crimes that 

are sexual in nature, given their impact on individual victims and the larger community (see chapter 1, 

"Incidence and Prevalence of Sexual Offending," in the Adult section). 

Unfortunately, recidivism remains a difficult concept to measure, especially in the context of sex 

offenders. The surreptitious nature of sex crimes, the fact that few sexual offenses are reported to 

authorities, and variation in the ways researchers calculate recidivism rates all contribute to the problem. 

The measurement problems found in sex offender recidivism research no doubt have contributed to a 

lack of consensus among researchers regarding the proper interpretation of some research findings and 

the validity of certain conclusions. While there is broad agreement that observed recidivism rates are not 

true reoffense rates, the magnitude of the gap between observed and actual reoffending, the propensity 

of sex offenders to reoffend over the life course, and whether it is valid to characterize sex offender 

recidivism rates as low or high are examples of key issues that are subject to divergent viewpoints.3

While debate concerning the interpretation and policy implications of research findings occurs in many 

public safety areas, it is both pronounced and ongoing in the context of sex offender recidivism. 

Despite the limitations and controversies outlined above, research findings on the extent of sex offender 

recidivism can help policymakers and practitioners in several meaningful ways: (1) they can provide an 

empirical basis for better understanding the differential public safety risks posed by different types of 

convicted sex offenders; (2) they can help identify the risk factors that are related to recidivism; and (3) 

they can help policymakers and practitioners design and deliver more tailored and effective recidivism 

reduction strategies. (For a discussion of adult "Sex Offender Risk Assessment," see chapter 6 in the 

Adult section.) 

Knowledge about general recidivism, in addition to sexual recidivism specifically, is important because 

many sex offenders engage in both sexual and nonsexual criminal behavior. Research has 

shown that sex offenders are more likely to recidivate with a nonsexual offense than a sexual offense 

(see, e.g., Hanson & Bussière, 1998). Studies have also shown that some crimes legally labeled as 

nonsexual in the criminal histories of sex offenders may indeed be sexual in their underlying behavior 

(Doren, 2010; Rice et al., 2006; Heil et al., 2009). Rice and colleagues, for example, reported that 

"Murder and kidnapping are clear examples of apparently nonsexual violent crimes that, when 

perpetrated by sex offenders, are usually sexually motivated" (2006, p. 526). In addition, a charge or 

conviction that appears in a criminal history record might not reflect underlying sexual motivation for the 

crime due to plea bargaining.    

Information about the recidivism rates of different types of sex offenders is equally important. Although 

sex offenders are often viewed as a homogenous group by the public, they are in reality a diverse 

mixture of individuals who have committed an array of illegal acts, ranging from noncontact offenses 

such as exhibitionism to violent sexual assaults (Center for Sex Offender Management [CSOM], 2001). 

Disaggregating sex offenders in recidivism research unmasks important differences in both the 

propensity to reoffend and the factors associated with reoffending for different types of individuals who 

have committed sexual crimes.   



"Measurement variation across 
studies can produce disparate 

findings regarding the 
recidivism rates of sex 

offenders." 

Issues To Consider

Numerous scholars have described the key measurement issues that can affect findings from sex 

offender recidivism research. Rather than reviewing these issues in their entirety or discussing them 

indepth, the most important matters that policymakers and practitioners should be concerned with are 

briefly summarized below.

Recidivism Rates Are Not True Reoffense Rates

Recidivism rates are typically based on officially recorded information, such as an arrest, criminal 

conviction, or incarceration. Because these official statistics reflect only offenses that come to the 

attention of authorities, they are a diluted measure of reoffending. Research has clearly 

demonstrated that many sex offenses are never reported to authorities. For example, Bachman 

(1998) found that only about one in four rapes or sexual assaults were reported to police. More recently, 

Tjaden and Thoennes (2006) found that only 19 percent of women and 13 percent of men who were 

raped since their 18th birthday reported the rape to the police. Several studies of victims have shown 

that the likelihood that a sexual assault will be reported to law enforcement decreases with the victim's 

age (Kilpatrick, Saunders, & Smith, 2003; Sorenson & Snow, 1991).4

It is also important to recognize that, once reported to law enforcement, only a subset of sex offenses 

result in the arrest of the perpetrator. Grotpeter and Elliot (2002) found that only 2.5 percent of sexual 

assaults and 10 percent of serious sexual assaults resulted in an arrest, and Snyder (2000) found that 

an arrest was made in only 29 percent of reported juvenile sexual assaults. In addition, a number of 

studies have found that sex offenders disclose in treatment or in surveys that they had committed a 

large number of sex crimes before they were first caught or arrested. Abel and his colleagues 

interviewed paraphiliacs (i.e., those with a diagnosed psychosexual disorder) under conditions of 

guaranteed confidentiality and found that only 3.3 percent of their self-admitted hands-on sex offenses, 

such as rape and child molestation, resulted in an arrest (Abel et al., 1988). Simons, Heil, and English 

(2004) found that only 5 percent of rapes and child sexual assaults self-reported during prison treatment 

were identified in official records. Likewise, another study found that only 1 percent of contact and 

noncontact sexual offenses self-reported during treatment were identified in official records (Ahlmeyer et 

al., 2000).

Studies also have demonstrated a "disproportionate and patterned attrition of sexual offenses and sexual 

offenders from the criminal justice process" (Larcombe, 2012, p. 482). While case attrition (the dropping 

of a legal case by authorities, for various reasons) occurs for all types of offenses, it appears to be 

particularly pronounced for sexual crime and offenders (Gelb, 2007). Moreover, certain types of sexual 

crimes and offenders are more likely to be subject to criminal justice system processing and ultimately 

conviction, and these cases are not representative of sexual offenses or sexual offenders overall 

(Lievore, 2004; Kelly, Lovett & Regan, 2005). As Larcombe (2012, p. 482) points out, police, 

prosecutors, jurors, and the community tend to take more seriously those assaults that are "clearly 

interpretable as violence" and "least similar to potentially appropriate sex." Further, among all sexual 

offenders, those who have had "prior contact with the police" and those who have assaulted "children, 

male victims, and female victims who are strangers" are most likely to be arrested, charged, and 

prosecuted (Larcombe, 2012, p. 493; SSCRSA, 2006; Kelly, Lovett, & Regan, 2005; Temkin & Krahé, 

2008). Research indicates that victim characteristics can also play a role in attrition. For example, 

females who are young, who have disabilities, or who are members of other vulnerable populations have 

been found to be "proportionally overrepresented as victims of rape" yet underrepresented among rape 

cases processed in the criminal justice system (Larcombe, 2012, p. 489; SSCRSA, 2006). This 

systematic and patterned attrition of sexual offenses within the criminal justice system ensures that the 

relatively small number of sex crimes that are reported, prosecuted, and ultimately result in conviction 

do not reflect "the most common or injurious forms of sexual violence experienced by women and 

children" (Larcombe, 2012, p. 483). Hence, findings from recidivism studies need to be interpreted 

within the context of sexual assault incidence, prevalence, and attrition research.  

Due to the frequency with which sex crimes are not reported to police, the disparity between the number 

of sex offenses reported and those solved by arrest, and the disproportionate attrition of certain sex 

offenses and sex offenders within the criminal justice system, researchers widely agree that 

observed recidivism rates are underestimates of the true reoffense rates of sex offenders.

Hidden offending presents significant challenges for professionals working in sex offender management 

as it is difficult to know whether offenders who appear to be nonrecidivists based on official records are 

truly offense free. (For more on "Sex Offender Management Strategies," see chapter 8 in the Adult 

section.) In addition, perceptions of the public safety risk associated with sex crimes and certain sexual 

offenders may be distorted when they are based solely on crime and on offender profiles identified in 

official records. 

Recidivism Rate Measurements Vary by Study

Even though the basic meaning of recidivism is rather clear cut, recidivism rates are often measured 

differently from one study to the next. Different ways of measuring recidivism rates can produce 

substantially different results, and comparing rates that were derived in different ways can lead to 

inaccurate conclusions. Some of the most common ways in which measurement variation occurs in 

recidivism research are summarized below.

Operational Definition of 

Recidivism

An operational definition states in very 

concrete terms precisely how something is to 

be measured. When researchers 

operationally define recidivism for a study, 

they must specify the event that constitutes 

recidivism―such as an arrest, a conviction, 

or a return to prison. In some studies, 

recidivism is defined as an arrest during the followup period; in others, recidivism may be defined as a 
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conviction for a criminal offense or a return to prison for a new crime.5 There are various reasons why 

one definition might be employed in lieu of others in a particular study, but it is critically important to 

recognize that different operational definitions of recidivism will produce different research findings 

(CSOM, 2001). 

Length of Followup Period

The length of time an offender is tracked to determine if recidivism occurred also can vary from one 

study to the next. Recidivism rates will naturally increase as offenders are followed for longer time 

periods because there is more time when they are at risk to reoffend and more time for recidivism to be 

detected. Hence, policymakers and practitioners should always be cognizant of the length of the followup 

period when interpreting recidivism rate research findings. They also should recognize that analyses that 

fail to standardize the time at risk for everyone in a given group of offenders being studied may further 

undercount recidivism because some offenders will not have been at risk for the entire followup 

period.6

Populations Studied

Variation in the types of offenders studied is common in recidivism research, and studies of sex offender 

recidivism are no exception (Maltz, 2001). For example, some recidivism studies focus on offenders 

released or paroled from prison, while others may focus on offenders discharged from probation. 

Because offenders released from prison typically have a more serious criminal history than probationers, 

and criminal history is related to recidivism, recidivism rates are likely to be higher for prison releasees 

than for probationers (Przybylski, 1986). In addition, parolees may be subject to more behavioral 

constraints than probationers, resulting in higher recidivism rates due to technical violations of the 

conditions of release (Maltz, 2001). Additionally, some prisoners are released without parole supervision. 

Because differences like these can affect observed recidivism rates, policymakers and practitioners who 

use findings from recidivism rate research should exercise caution when comparing the recidivism rates 

of markedly different populations (Maltz, 2001).

Methods Used

Most recidivism studies search for new recorded criminal events and place offenders without the new 

events in the nonrecidivism category. Heil and colleagues (2009) conducted a recidivism study that 

accounted for every offender and excluded from the final calculations those who moved out of state, who 

died, or whose residence could not be verified. This reduced the sample size by more than 17 percent, 

all of whom would have been calculated as "nonrecidivists" in traditional studies. Not surprisingly, 1- and 

5-year recidivism rates for this group of 1,124 prisoners were higher than those reported in many other 

studies that used followup periods that were similar in length. The 1- and 5-year recidivism rates found 

by the researchers were, respectively: 3.9 percent and 10.8 percent for a sex crime rearrest, 26.3 

percent and 38.1 percent for a violent crime rearrest, and 52.6 percent and 77.7 percent for any arrest. 

Recidivism Research Findings

Empirical data on the recidivism rates of sex offenders come from two broad categories of 

research—single studies and meta-analysis. Single studies typically track one or more cohorts of sex 

offenders following an arrest, discharge from probation, or release from prison to determine the 

proportion rearrested, reconvicted, or returned to prison within a specified period of time.7 Meta-analysis 

is fundamentally different. It employs statistical procedures that combine the results of many single 

studies into one large study with many subjects. By pooling the original studies, meta-analysis 

counteracts a common methodological problem in research—small sample sizes—thereby helping the 

analyst to draw more accurate conclusions. Meta-analysis is especially useful when synthesizing the 

results of studies that use different types of measures, which is a common occurrence in recidivism 

research, because one of the summary statistics meta-analysis can generate in recidivism research is the 

average recidivism rate across studies. This can help make sense of single-study findings derived from 

different operational definitions of recidivism or different followup period lengths. While these two types 

of research―individual studies and meta-analysis—are fundamentally different, they both have produced 

useful information on the recidivism rates of sex offenders, and findings from both types of research are 

presented below.8

Recidivism Rates: All Sex Offenders

Perhaps the largest single study of sex offender recidivism conducted to date was carried out by Langan, 

Schmitt, and Durose (2003). The study, which was published by the U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau 

of Justice Statistics, examined the recidivism patterns of 9,691 male sex offenders released from prisons 

in 15 states in 1994. These offenders accounted for about two-thirds of all male sex offenders released 

from state prisons in the United States that year. Using a 3-year postrelease followup period, rearrest 

and reconviction rates for sexual and other crimes were reported for the entire sample of sex offenders 

as well as for different categories of sex offenders.

The researchers found a sexual recidivism rate of 5.3 percent for the entire sample of sex offenders 

based on an arrest during the 3-year followup period. The violent and overall arrest recidivism rates for 

the entire sample of sex offenders were much higher; 17.1 percent of sex offenders were rearrested for 

a violent crime and 43 percent were rearrested for a crime of any kind during the followup period. Of the 

9,691 sex offenders released from prison in 1994, 3.5 percent were reconvicted for a sex crime and 

about one-quarter (24 percent) were reconvicted for an offense of any kind during the followup period. 

Nearly 4 out of every 10 (38.6 percent) sex offenders in the study were returned to prison within 3 years 

of their release due to the commission of a new crime or a technical violation of their release 

conditions.   

As part of their study, Langan, Schmitt, and Durose (2003) conducted a comparative analysis of 

recidivism among sex offenders and non-sex offenders. Findings were based on the 3-year postrelease 

offending of 9,691 sex offenders and 262,420 non-sex offenders released from prison in 1994. The 

analysis revealed that once released, the sex offenders had a lower overall rearrest rate than non-sex 



offenders (43 percent compared to 68 percent), but their sex crime rearrest rate was four times higher 

than the rate for non-sex offenders (5.3 percent compared to 1.3 percent). Similar patterns are 

consistently found in other studies that compare sex offender and non-sex offender recidivism (see, e.g., 

Sample & Bray, 2003; Hanson, Scott, & Steffy, 1995). 

Another important study, because of its large sample size, was conducted by Sample and Bray (2003). 

The researchers examined the arrest recidivism of 146,918 offenders who were originally arrested in 

Illinois in 1990. Arrestees categorized as sex offenders (based on their most serious charge in 1990 

being a sex offense) had 1-year, 3-year, and 5-year rearrest rates for a new sexual offense of 2.2 

percent, 4.8 percent, and 6.5 percent, respectively.9 The 3-year sexual recidivism rate of 4.8 percent for 

these sex offender arrestees was similar to the 3-year rate (5.3 percent) that Langan, Schmitt, and 

Durose (2003) reported for sex offenders released from prison in 1994.

Sex offenders in the Sample and Bray study had 1-year, 3-year, and 5-year rearrest rates for any new 

offense of 21.3 percent, 37.4 percent, and 45.1 percent, respectively. These overall recidivism rates 

were lower than those found for all other categories of offenders in the analysis, except homicide and 

property damage offenders. But like Langan, Schmitt, and Durose (2003), Sample and Bray found that 

sex offenders had a higher sexual recidivism rate than all other categories of offenders. Sample and Bray 

(2003, p. 72) concluded:

Sex offenders in Illinois do not appear to commit future offenses, in general, at a higher rate 
than do other offenders. However they may have higher levels of recidivism for their crimes 
than other types of offenders exhibit for their particular offenses.

Another important study because of its large sample size and extended followup period was conducted 

by Harris and Hanson (2004). The research employed a combined sample of 4,724 sex offenders drawn 

from 10 prior studies; 7 of the studies involved sex offenders in Canada, 2 involved sex offenders in the 

United States, and 1 involved sex offenders in the United Kingdom. All of the 4,724 sex offenders in the 

Harris and Hanson analysis were released from correctional institutions, except for 202 Canadian sex 

offenders who were placed on probation and 287 American sex offenders who received community-based 

sentences in Washington State. 

Harris and Hanson generated recidivism estimates based on new charges or convictions for sexual 

offenses using 5-, 10-, and 15-year followup periods for several categories of sex offenders. The 5-year 

sexual recidivism estimate for all sex offenders in the analysis was 14 percent. The 10-year and 15-year 

sexual recidivism rate estimates for all sex offenders were 20 percent and 24 percent, respectively. 

Using the same data set, Hanson, Morton, and Harris (2003) reported that the 20-year sexual recidivism 

rate for the sample was 27 percent. 

One of the most important findings that emerged from the Harris and Hanson (2004) analysis was that 

the 15-year sexual recidivism rate for offenders who already had a prior conviction for a sexual offense 

was nearly twice that for first-time sex offenders (37 percent compared to 19 percent). Another 

important finding was that the rate of reoffending decreased the longer offenders had been offense-free. 

While 14 percent of the offenders in the analysis were sexual recidivists after 5 years of followup, only 7 

percent of the offenders who were offense-free at that time sexually recidivated during the next 5 

followup years. For offenders who were offense-free after 15 years, the observed sexual recidivism rate 

was only 4 percent over an additional 5 years of followup.

Hanson and colleagues (2009) conducted a meta-analysis of 23 recidivism outcome studies to determine 

whether the risk, need, and responsivity principles associated with effective interventions for general 

offenders also apply to sex offender treatment.10 (For more on intervention principles, see chapter 7, 

"Effectiveness of Treatment for Adult Sex Offenders," in the Adult section.) This meta-analysis produced 

an average sexual recidivism rate of 10.9 percent for treated offenders and 19.2 percent for untreated 

comparison offenders, based on an average followup period of 4.7 years.
11

 The average overall 

recidivism rate (for any crime) was 31.8 percent for treated sex offenders and 48.3 percent for 

untreated comparison subjects. 

An earlier meta-analysis of 43 sex offender treatment effectiveness studies found somewhat similar 

results (Hanson et al., 2002).
12

 The average sexual recidivism rate based on an average followup period 

of 46 months was 12.3 percent for treated sex offenders and 16.8 percent for untreated sex offenders. 

The average overall recidivism rate was 27.9 percent for treated sex offenders and 39.2 percent for 

untreated sex offenders. 

One of the largest meta-analyses of studies of the effectiveness of sex offender treatment was 

conducted by Lösel and Schmucker (2005). The analysis included 69 independent studies and a 

combined total of 22,181 subjects.13 The researchers found an average sexual recidivism rate of 11.1 

percent for treated sex offenders and 17.5 percent for untreated sex offenders based on an average 

followup period of slightly more than 5 years.
14

 The average recidivism rate for any crime was 22.4 

percent for treated sex offenders and 32.5 percent for untreated sex offenders. 

Each of the meta-analyses highlighted above was undertaken to assess the effectiveness of sex offender 

treatment. (For a discussion of "Effectiveness of Treatment for Adult Sex Offenders," see chapter 7 in the 

Adult section.) All three studies found positive treatment effects, but what is most relevant is the 

consistent finding across studies that sex offenders are far more likely to recidivate with a nonsexual 

rather than a sexual crime. Several single studies that have been undertaken to evaluate treatment 

effectiveness, and several meta-analyses that have been undertaken for other reasons, have produced 

similar findings. 

For example, McGrath and colleagues (2007) compared a group of 104 adult male sex offenders who 

received treatment, supervision, and periodic polygraph exams with a matched group of 104 sex 

offenders who received the same type of treatment and supervision services but no polygraph exams. 

Based on a 5-year followup period, 5.8 percent of the offenders in the group that received polygraph 

testing and 6.7 percent of the offenders in the group that did not receive polygraph testing were charged 

with a new sex offense. The general recidivism rates for the polygraph and nonpolygraph groups (39.4 

percent and 34.6 percent, respectively) were more than 5 times higher than each group's sexual 

recidivism rate. 



"Research indicates that female 
sex offenders reoffend at 

In a study employing an even larger sample (403 treated and 321 untreated sex offenders) and an 

average followup period of 12 years, Hanson, Broom, and Stephenson (2004) reported sexual recidivism 

rates of 21.1 percent for the treated offenders and 21.8 percent for the untreated offenders. The general 

and violent recidivism rates for both groups were more than double their sexual recidivism rates. Treated 

sex offenders had a violent crime recidivism rate of 42.9 percent and an overall recidivism rate of 56.6 

percent. Untreated sex offenders in the study had a violent crime recidivism rate of 44.5 percent and an 

overall recidivism rate of 60.4 percent.  

Oliver, Wong, and Nicholaichuk (2008) conducted a treatment outcome study that examined the sexual 

recidivism rates of 472 treated and 282 untreated sex offenders. Sexual reconviction rates were 

examined across various followup periods. For the treated sex offenders, the researchers found sexual 

reconviction rates of 11.1 percent after 3 years of followup, 16.9 percent after 5 years of followup, and 

21.8 percent after 10 years of followup. Sexual reconviction rates for the untreated sex offenders were 

17.7 percent after 3 years, 24.5 percent after 5 years, and 32.3 percent after 10 years of followup. 

Findings from the study conducted by Oliver, Wong, and Nicholaichuk (2008), like those from the Harris 

and Hanson (2004) analysis, demonstrate how the recidivism rates of sex offenders increase as 

followup periods become longer. In the study conducted by Harris and Hanson (2004), sexual 

recidivism rates increased from 14 percent after 5 years of followup to 24 percent after 15 years of 

followup. In the study conducted by Oliver, Wong, and Nicholaichuk (2008), sexual recidivism rates for 

treated offenders increased from 11.1 percent after 3 years of followup to 21.8 percent after 10 years of 

followup. In a somewhat older study, Hanson, Scott, and Steffy (1995) found that first-time recidivism 

for a sexual/violent crime occurred between 10 and 31 years into followup for 10 percent of a sample of 

191 child molesters released from a Canadian prison.15 While higher recidivism rates should be expected 

with longer followup periods because there is more time for reoffending to occur and to be detected, 

these findings illustrate how important followup periods of longer than 3 or 5 years are for understanding 

the absolute risk of reoffending in sex offender populations. 

Findings from two other large-scale studies of sex offender recidivism are reported below. Both studies 

are meta-analyses that were undertaken specifically to identify factors related to the recidivism of sex 

offenders, and their findings regarding recidivism rates are quite consistent. 

Hanson and Bussière's (1998) meta-analysis involved 61 studies and a combined sample of 28,972 sex 

offenders. The researchers found an average sexual recidivism rate of 13.4 percent based on an average 

followup period of 4 to 5 years, and an average overall recidivism rate of 36.3 percent.16 More recently, 

Hanson and Morton-Bourgon (2004) conducted a meta-analysis of 95 studies involving a combined 

sample of 31,216 sex offenders. The average sexual recidivism rate found was 13.7 percent and the 

average overall recidivism rate was 36.9 percent, based on an average followup period of 5 to 6 years.
17

Recidivism Rates: Female and Male Sex Offenders

Recent research has begun to shed light on the differential rates of recidivism displayed by female and 

male sex offenders. While the vast majority of known sex offenders are male, estimates suggest 

that females commit between 4 and 5 percent of all sexual offenses (Sandler & Freeman, 2009; 

Cortoni & Hanson, 2005).18

Cortoni and Hanson (2005) conducted a study involving 6 sources of recidivism data and a combined 

sample of 380 female sex offenders. Based on an average followup period of 5 years, the researchers 

found an average sexual recidivism rate for female sex offenders of 1 percent. The observed violent 

recidivism rate was 6.3 percent and the overall recidivism rate was 20.2 percent.19 The researchers 

compared these recidivism rates for female sex offenders to 5-year sexual, violent, and overall 

recidivism estimates for male sex offenders derived from other studies.
20

 The comparison revealed 

statistically significant differences between the recidivism rates for male and female sex offenders for 

each type of recidivism measure.21 Table 1 presents a summary of the differential male and female 

recidivism rates reported in the analysis. 

Table 1. Recidivism Rates for Male and Female Sex Offenders

Percentage of Offenders Who Recidivate 

(5-Year Followup) 

Sexual Recidivism Violent Recidivism Any Recidivism

Male sex offenders 13–14 25 36–37 

Female sex 

offenders
1 6.3 20.2 

Note: The recidivism rate differences between male and female sex offenders were statistically 
significant for each type of recidivism (p < .001).
Source: Cortoni & Hanson (2005).

More recently, Sandler and Freeman (2009) examined the recidivism patterns of female sex offenders 

using a sample of 1,466 females convicted of a sexual offense in New York State. They found sexual 

recidivism rates (based on rearrest) of 0.8 percent, 1.3 percent, and 1.8 percent, based on followup 

periods of 1, 3, and 5 years, respectively. The 5-year rearrest rate found for a violent felony offense was 

5.2 percent and the 5-year rearrest rate found for any offense was 26.6 percent.
22

 Sandler and Freeman 

compared the recidivism rates found for female sex offenders after 5 years of followup with 5-year 

recidivism rates for male sex offenders drawn from other studies. The comparison indicated that female 

sex offenders had far lower rates of sexual recidivism (1.8 percent compared to 10–15 percent), violent 

recidivism (5.2 percent compared to 25 percent), and overall recidivism (26.6 percent compared to 36 

percent) than male sex offenders.
23

Further evidence that female sex offenders 

reoffend at significantly lower rates than 

male sex offenders comes from a recent 

meta-analysis of 10 studies conducted by 



significantly lower rates than 
male sex offenders." 

Cortoni, Hanson, and Coache (2010).
24

 The 

study included a combined sample of 2,490 

female sex offenders. The researchers found 

an average sexual recidivism rate of about 3 

percent for female sex offenders based on an 

average followup period of 6.5 years.
25

 These findings led Cortoni, Hanson, and Coache  (2010, p. 387) 

to conclude that "female sex offenders have extremely low rates of sexual recidivism" and that "distinct 

policies and procedures for assessing and managing the risk of male and female sex offenders" are 

needed.

Recidivism Rates: Different Types of Sex Offenders

While researchers have identified a variety of sex offender typologies (see chapter 3, "Sex Offender 

Typologies," in the Adult section), sex offenders are often classified by their crime type or victim age 

preference in recidivism research. Individuals involved in rape behavior and those involved in child 

molesting behavior are the two principal categories of sex offenders that emerge from this approach, and 

studies that examine the recidivism of specific types of sex offenders frequently report recidivism rates 

for one or both of these categories. Incest offenders are sometimes distinguished from other child 

molesters in recidivism research. A limited body of research has also examined the recidivism rates of 

"hands off"—or noncontact—sex offenders, such as exhibitionists. When reviewing recidivism rates for 

different types of sex offenders, however, it is important to keep in mind that research has documented 

a significant amount of crossover offending among sex offenders. Estimates suggest that 32–64 percent 

of rapists have molested children and that many child molesters have assaulted adults (English and 

colleagues, 2000; Heil, Ahlmeyer, & Simons, 2003); Wilcox and colleagues, 2005). 

While the knowledge base regarding recidivism rates is less extensive for specific types of sex offenders 

than it is for sex offenders overall, several important studies on the recidivism rates of rapists and child 

molesters have been published in recent years. Key findings from these studies—and from studies on 

recidivism among exhibitionists—are presented below.

Rapists

Researchers studying the recidivism of sex offenders are increasingly reporting recidivism rates 

specifically for rapists. Two studies previously discussed in this report—Langan, Schmitt, and Durose 

(2003) and Harris and Hanson (2004)—examined the recidivism of rapists using a relatively large sample 

size. The Harris and Hanson analysis included a sample of 1,038 rapists. Recidivism estimates were 

reported for three distinct followup periods: 5 years, 10 years, and 15 years. Sexual recidivism rates for 

rapists, based on new charges or convictions, were 14 percent at 5 years, 21 percent at 10 years, and 

24 percent at 15 years.
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The Langan, Schmitt, and Durose (2003) study of male sex offenders released from state prisons in 

1994 is arguably one of the largest individual recidivism studies of rapists undertaken to date. The study 

included a sample of 3,115 rapists.
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 The researchers found that 5 percent of the 3,115 rapists released 

from state prison in 1994 were arrested for a new sex offense during the 3-year followup period. Of 

these 3,115 rapists, 78 (2.5 percent) were charged specifically with another rape. The violent crime and 

overall recidivism rates found for rapists were 18.7 percent and 46 percent, respectively. Like sex 

offenders overall, rapists had a lower overall recidivism rate than non-sex offenders in the study (46 

percent compared to 68 percent), but a higher sexual recidivism rate (5 percent compared to 1.3 

percent). One of the important findings that emerged from the study was that about half of the rapists 

with more than one prior arrest were rearrested within 3 years of their release, a rearrest rate nearly 

double (49.6 percent compared to 28.3 percent) that of rapists with just one prior arrest. 

Another important study because of its lengthy followup period―25 years—was conducted by Prentky 

and colleagues (1997). Generalizing some of the study's findings to offenders engaged in rape behavior 

today is problematic because the study period began in 1959 and ended in 1985, and sex offender 

treatment and management practices were far different then than they are today. In addition, the study 

sample consisted of individuals who were sexually dangerous and civilly committed, so the sample is not 

representative of all rapists or all sex offenders. Still, the 25-year followup period employed in the 

research is arguably one of the longest used to examine the recidivism of rapists,
28

 and certain findings 

concerning the variability of recidivism rates over time may have significance for the measurement and 

interpretation of recidivism rates today.
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The study conducted by Prentky and colleagues (1997) examined both short-term and long-term sexual 

and general recidivism within a population of 136 rapists who had been committed to the Massachusetts 

Treatment Center for Sexually Dangerous Persons. The researchers found sexual recidivism rates (based 

on a new charge) of 9 percent after 1 year of followup, 19 percent after 5 years of followup, and 31 

percent after 15 years of followup.
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 Based on the 25-year followup period, the researchers found a 

sexual recidivism rate of 39 percent. The overall recidivism rate for any charge by the end of the 25-year 

followup period was 74 percent. Prentky and colleagues (1997, p. 656) acknowledged that generalizing 

the recidivism rates found in the study to other samples of sex offenders was problematic due to the 

"marked heterogeneity of sex offenders," but they also suggested that the "crucial point to be gleaned 

from this study is the potential variability of the rates" and not the specific rates themselves. Thus, it is 

worth noting that despite the study's inherent limitations, some rapists remain at risk to reoffend long 

after their discharge and that conventional followup periods of 3 years or 5 years would have missed 

roughly half of the first-time recidivists identified after 25 years of followup (Prentky et al., 1997).

The long-term propensity for convicted rapists to sexually reoffend also has been examined by Doren 

(1998). His analysis, which aimed at estimating the true base rate for sexual recidivism among rapists, 

led him to conclude that the 39-percent long-term sexual recidivism rate for rapists found by Prentky 

and colleagues (1997) was consistent with findings from other research. Doren (1998, p. 107) further 

suggested that "rapist sexual recidivism should be considered to have a conservative approximation of 

its true base rate at about 39 percent." 



The accuracy of Doren's (1998) estimate regarding the long-term propensity of rapists to reoffend, and 

the contention that any nontrivial proportion of sex offenders may show first-time recidivism 20 years or 

more following release from incarceration or discharge from probation, both remain subject to debate. 

Harris and Hanson (2004, p. 11), for example, in discussing their findings concerning the long-term 

sexual recidivism rates of rapists and child molesters, stated that "the decreasing rate of offending with 

age suggests that the rates observed after 15 to 20 years are likely to approximate the rates that would 

be observed if offenders were followed for the rest of their lives." While a review of the literature on the 

relationship between age and sexual recidivism is beyond the scope of this chapter, it is worthwhile 

noting that findings from several recent studies support the conclusion that age is inversely related to 

sexual recidivism (Prentky & Lee, 2007; Thornton, 2006); that is, as the age of the offender increases, 

the likelihood of sexual recidivism tends to diminish (Prentky & Lee, 2007).
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 Doren (2010), however, 

has suggested that drawing meaningful conclusions from the available data about an age threshold for 

low risk is difficult. While the type of offender may matter, the data are too few and too conditional to 

arrive at a valid conclusion (Doren, 2010). 

Child Molesters

A relatively large body of research exists on the recidivism rates of child molesters. While unreported 

crime affects all recidivism research, it is particularly problematic in recidivism studies of child-molesting 

offenders as several studies have demonstrated that the likelihood that a sexual assault will be reported 

to law enforcement decreases with the victim's age (Kilpatrick, Saunders, & Smith, 2003; Smith et al., 

2000; Sorenson & Snow, 1991). 

The study of sex offenders released from state prisons in 1994 by Langan, Schmitt, and Durose (2003) 

included a large sample (4,295) of child molesters. The researchers reported that 5.1 percent of the 

4,295 child molesters released from prison in 1994 were rearrested for a new sex crime within 3 years of 

their release, 14.1 percent were rearrested for a violent crime, and 39.4 percent were rearrested for a 

crime of any kind. Similar to the pattern for rapists in the study, child molesters with more than one 

prior arrest had an overall recidivism rate nearly double (44.3 percent compared to 23.3 percent) that of 

child molesters with only one prior arrest. 

As might be expected, child molesters were more likely than any other type of offender—sexual or 

nonsexual—to be arrested for a sex a crime against a child following release from prison. During the 

3-year postrelease followup period, 3.3 percent of the child molesters, 2.2 percent of all sex offenders, 

and less than one-half of 1 percent of the non-sex offenders were arrested for child molestation.
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Released child molesters with more than one prior arrest for child molesting were three times more likely 

to be rearrested for child molesting than released child molesters with no more than one prior arrest (7.3 

percent compared to 2.4 percent). 

Two other studies mentioned in the prior discussion about the recidivism of rapists also make important 

contributions to the knowledge base about the recidivism patterns of child molesters. Findings from 

Harris and Hanson's (2004) analysis are particularly compelling because they document differential rates 

of recidivism for different types of child molesters based on followup periods of 5, 10, and 15 years. For 

all child molesters in the analysis, the researchers found 5-year, 10-year, and 15-year sexual recidivism 

rates based on new charges or convictions of 13 percent, 18 percent, and 23 percent, respectively. Table 

2 presents the study's recidivism estimates (based on new charges or convictions) for 5-year, 10-year, 

and 15-year followup periods for molesters of boys, molesters of girls, and incest offenders.

Table 2. Sexual Recidivism Rates of Child Molesters

Type of Offense

Recidivism Rate, by Followup Period (%)

5 years 10 years 15 years

Molested boys 
23.0 

(N=315)

27.8 

(N=105)

35.4 

(N=95)

Molested girls
9.2 

(N=766)

13.1 

(N=218)

16.3 

(N=208)

Committed incest
6.4 

(N=416)

9.4 

(N=73)

13.2 

(N=69)

Recidivism estimates are based on new convictions and charges.
Source: Harris & Hanson (2004).

Table 2 shows that molesters of boys had the highest rates of sexual recidivism. Different patterns of 

reoffending within child molester populations have been found in other studies as well, with molesters of 

boys having higher recidivism rates than other types of child molesters (see, e.g., Seto, 2008). It is 

important to keep in mind that the recidivism rates observed for child molesters, and for incest offenders 

particularly, are impacted by underreporting even more so than recidivism rates for other types of sex 

offenders, as research has shown that child victims who knew their perpetrator were the least likely to 

report their victimization (Smith et al., 2000).

In a study that examined the recidivism of 191 child molesters and 137 non-sex offenders 15 to 30 years 

after their release from a Canadian prison, Hanson, Scott, and Steffy (1995) found that child molesters 

had lower rates of overall recidivism (based on reconviction) than non-sex offenders (61.0 percent 

compared to 83.2 percent), but much higher rates of sexual recidivism (35.0 percent compared to 1.5 

percent). Not all child molesters in the study, however, recidivated at the same rate. The highest rate of 

recidivism among child molesters in the study (77 percent) was found for child molesters with previous 

sexual offenses, those who were never married, and those who selected extrafamilial boy victims. In 

contrast, the long-term recidivism rate for child molesters categorized as low risk was less than 20 

percent.

One study that did not find different rates of recidivism for child molesters based on victim gender was 

Prentky and colleagues' (1997) analysis of child molesters who were civilly committed in Massachusetts. 

The researchers cautioned, however, that this specific departure in their findings from other research 

may have been an artifact of the study sample's extensive prior criminal history for sexual offenses. The 

sample consisted of 115 child molesters who were discharged from civil commitment in Massachusetts 
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between 1960 and 1984. Again, generalizing certain findings from the analysis to other samples of sex 

offenders could be problematic because the offenders in the study were very high risk and the study 

period ended more than 25 years ago. Nonetheless, the research is still important because of its lengthy 

followup period. Based on the 25-year followup period, Prentky and his colleagues (1997) found a sexual 

recidivism rate of 52 percent (defined as those charged with a subsequent sexual offense) for the 115 

child molesters in the study. The overall new crime recidivism rate found after 25 years of followup was 

75 percent.
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While the difference between the sexual recidivism rates for child molesters found by Prentky and 

colleagues (1997) using a 25-year followup period (52 percent) and Harris and Hanson (2004) using a 

15-year followup period (23 percent) is striking, the nature and substantive significance of the difference 

can be interpreted in fundamentally different ways. One interpretation is that first-time recidivism may 

occur for some child molesters 20 or more years after criminal justice intervention, and that recidivism 

estimates derived from shorter followup periods are likely to underestimate the lifetime risk of child 

molester reoffending (Doren, 1998). Analyzing data from Prentky and colleagues (1997) and other 

studies, Doren (1998, p. 105) concluded that the lifetime prevalence of sexual recidivism for 

extrafamilial child molesters "should be thought of as having a conservative approximation of about 52 

percent." An alternative interpretation is that the difference between Prentky and colleagues' 25-year 

estimate and Harris and Hanson's 15-year estimate is primarily an artifact of sampling—Harris and 

Hanson's findings are based on a larger, more diverse sample of child molesters, including some serving 

community sentences—and that the lifetime prevalence of sexual recidivism for child molesters overall is 

lower than the 52 percent suggested by Doren and based, at least in part, on the findings of Prentky and 

colleagues. While the rate at which child molesters are likely to sexually recidivate over the life 

course may be subject to further debate, current empirical evidence suggests that molesters 

of boys have higher short- and long-term recidivism rates than other types of sex offenders. It 

is important to keep in mind, however, that both gender-crossover and age-crossover offending are not 

uncommon, and that far more research on the recidivism patterns of crossover offenders is needed 

(Wilcox et al., 2005; Heil, Ahlmeyer, & Simons, 2003; English et al., 2000).
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 Additionally, recidivism is 

highly variable even within subtypes of sex offenders, and the propensity of child molesters and other 

sex offenders to reoffend can best be understood in the context of both historical—or static—and 

dynamic risk factors empirically associated with recidivism.

Exhibitionists

A limited body of research exists on the recidivism rates of exhibitionists. Marshall, Eccles, and Barbaree 

(1991) reported recidivism data from two studies that examined the effectiveness of specific treatment 

approaches for exhibitionists. Both studies were based on samples that were small in size.
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 The first 

study examined recidivism for 23 exhibitionists who participated in study treatment and 21 exhibitionists 

who served as comparison offenders.
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 The followup period was just under 9 years for both groups. The 

researchers found that 9 of the 23 (39.1 percent) treated exhibitionists and 12 of the 21 (57.1 percent) 

comparison exhibitionists recidivated during the followup period. The second study examined recidivism 

for 17 males charged with exhibitionism and treated between 1984 and 1987. Based on a followup 

period of almost 4 years, the researchers found that 4 of the 17 (23.6 percent) exhibitionists 

recidivated.  

Sugarman and colleagues (1994) examined recidivism for exhibitionists with a larger sample (210 

exhibitionists) and a followup period of 17 years. The researchers reported a 32-percent recidivism rate 

based on a conviction for a contact sexual offense during the followup period, and a 75-percent 

recidivism rate based on a conviction for any type of crime other than exposing. More recently, 

Rabinowitz-Greenberg and colleagues (2002) examined the recidivism of 221 exhibitionists assessed at 

the Royal Ottawa Hospital Sexual Behaviors Clinic between 1983 and 1996. Based on an average 

followup period of 6.8 years, the researchers found a sexual recidivism rate of 11.7 percent (based on a 

new charge or conviction), a violent crime recidivism rate of 16.8 percent, and an overall recidivism rate 

of 32.7 percent. Building upon the analysis, Firestone and colleagues (2006) examined recidivism for 

208 of the exhibitionists in the analysis conducted by Rabinowitz-Greenberg and colleagues, extending 

the followup period to an average of 13.2 years. The researchers found that 23.6 percent of the 

offenders in the study sample were charged with or convicted of a sex crime (based on the 13.2-year 

average followup period), 31.3 percent were charged with or convicted of a violent crime, and 38.9 

percent were charged with or convicted of any criminal offense. Sexual recidivists who were charged 

with or convicted of a hands-on sex crime during the 13.2-year average followup period were found to 

have a more extensive prior criminal history for violent crime and any type of crime than the 

exhibitionists who sexually recidivated with a hands-off offense. 

Summary

Drawing firm conclusions about the extent of sex offender recidivism can be difficult due to a number of 

factors. First, although there is universal agreement that the observed recidivism rates of sex offenders 

are underestimates of actual reoffending, the magnitude of the gap between observed and actual 

reoffending remains subject to debate. As a result, conclusions about the extent of sex offender 

recidivism and the propensity of sex offenders to reoffend over the life course inherently involve some 

uncertainty. Second, measurement variation across studies often produces disparate findings that can be 

difficult to interpret. Comparing and corroborating findings can be difficult for the same reason. Third, 

short followup periods and small sample sizes limit the generalization of certain findings. Drawing firm 

conclusions about the propensity of specific subgroups of sex offenders to reoffend over the life course is 

particularly difficult, as sample sizes often fall to unrepresentative levels as followup periods grow 

longer.
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 Both individually and collectively, these factors present considerable challenges for anyone 

wanting to synthesize research findings for the purpose of drawing valid, widely accepted conclusions. 

Still, recent research has produced several trustworthy findings concerning the recidivism rates of child 

molesters, rapists, and sex offenders overall. 

• Official records underestimate recidivism. Studies of sexual assault victims and studies of sex 

offenders in treatment demonstrate that actual offending rates are poorly reflected by official 

records. Simons, Heil, and English (2004) found that only 5 percent of rapes and child sexual 



"Different types of sex 

offenders have a different 
propensity to reoffend." 

assaults self-reported during prison treatment were identified in official records; Tjaden and Thonnes 

(2006) found that only 17 percent of victim reports resulted in the perpetrator's conviction. While 

the magnitude of the difference between observed and actual reoffending needs to be better 

understood, there is universal agreement in the scientific community that the observed recidivism 

rates of sex offenders are underestimates of actual reoffending.

• The observed sexual recidivism rates of sex offenders range from about 5 percent after 3 

years to about 24 percent after 15 years. Relatively low rates of recidivism—particularly sexual 

recidivism—are reported in studies using followup periods shorter than 5 years. Langan, Schmitt, 

and Durose (2003), for example, found a sexual recidivism rate of 5.3 percent using a 3-year 

followup period for a large sample of sex offenders released from prison in 1994. Sample and Bray 

(2003) reported a sexual recidivism rate of 4.8 percent for a large sample of sex offenders in Illinois 

based on a 3-year followup period. Studies employing longer followup periods consistently report 

higher rates of recidivism. Harris and Hanson (2004), for example, reported sexual recidivism rates 

of 20 percent and 24 percent for a sample of sex offenders based on a 10-year and 15-year followup 

period, respectively. While observed recidivism rates will naturally increase as the length of the 

followup period increases, it is important to recognize that recidivism rates derived from followup 

periods of 5 years or less may mislabel a considerable proportion of repeat offenders as 

nonrecidivists, resulting in a significant underestimation of the absolute risk to public safety that sex 

offenders pose. 

• Sex offenders—regardless of type—have higher rates of general recidivism than sexual 

recidivism. Although this basic reoffending pattern would naturally be expected to occur, the 

magnitude of the difference found in research is somewhat striking. It suggests that sex offenders 

are far more likely to reoffend for a nonsexual crime than a sexual crime and, as Hanson and 

Morton-Bourgon (2004, p. 4) have aptly stated, "policies aimed at public protection should also be 

concerned with the likelihood of any form of serious recidivism, not just sexual recidivism." It is 

important to keep in mind, however, that nonsexual offenses are more likely than sexual offenses to 

be reported to law enforcement, and that some crimes legally labeled as nonsexual in the criminal 

histories of sex offenders may indeed be sexual in their underlying behavior.

• Sex offenders have lower rates of general recidivism but higher rates of sexual recidivism 

than non-sex offenders. Research comparing the recidivism rates of sex offenders with non-sex 

offenders consistently finds that sex offenders have lower overall recidivism rates than non-sex 

offenders. Child molesters, rapists, and sex offenders overall, however, are far more likely than non-

sex offenders to recidivate sexually. Langan, Schmitt, and Durose (2003), for example, found sexual 

recidivism rates that are four times higher for sex offenders compared to non-sex offenders in their 

study of about two-thirds of all sex offenders released from state prisons in 1994.

• Female sex offenders have lower rates of sexual and general recidivism than male sex 

offenders. Five- to six-year rates of sexual recidivism for female sex offenders may be as low as 1 

to 3 percent. The empirical evidence regarding the differential recidivism rates of female and male 

sex offenders suggests that intervention and management practices need to differentiate between 

female and male sex offenders, and that procedures for assessing risk developed for male sex 

offenders are unlikely to be accurate when applied to female sex offenders (Cortoni, Hanson, & 

Coache, 2010). In addition, until stronger empirical evidence is assembled concerning the factors 

associated with female sex offender recidivism, assessment and intervention practices for female sex 

offenders should be driven by scientific evidence on female offenders overall rather than by 

knowledge about male sex offenders (Cortoni & Hanson, 2005; Public Safety Canada, 2006). 

• Different types of sex offenders have markedly different rates of recidivism. Research that 

examines the recidivism of rapists and child molesters indicates that the highest observed recidivism 

rates are found among child molesters who offend against boys. Harris and Hanson's (2004) 

analysis, for example, found a 5-year sexual recidivism rate of 23 percent and a 15-year sexual 

recidivism rate of 35 percent for molesters of boys. Comparatively lower recidivism rates are found 

for rapists, child molesters who victimize girls, and incest offenders. In the Harris and Hanson 

(2004) analysis, rapists were found to have a 5-year sexual recidivism rate of 14 percent and a 15-

year sexual recidivism rate of 24 percent. Child molesters who victimize girls were found to have a 

5-year sexual recidivism rate of 9 percent and a 15-year sexual recidivism rate of 16 percent. While 

differential rates of recidivism between opposite-sex and same-sex child molesters have not always 

been found in research, the weight of the evidence suggests that contact offenders who target boys 

are more likely to sexually reoffend than those who target girls (Seto, 2008).
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 Incest offenders 

appear to have lower sexual recidivism rates than rapists or other child molesters. In the Harris and 

Hanson (2004) analysis, incest offenders were found to have a 5-year sexual recidivism rate of 6 

percent and a 15-year sexual recidivism rate of 13 percent. It is important to keep in mind, 

however, that the recidivism rates observed for child molesters, and for incest offenders particularly, 

are artificially depressed by underreporting even more so than recidivism rates for other types of sex 

offenders, as research indicates that child victims who know their perpetrator are the least likely to 

report their victimization. In addition, both gender-crossover and age-crossover offending are not 

uncommon, and far more research on the recidivism patterns of crossover offenders is needed. 

Still, the empirical evidence clearly 

demonstrates that different types of 

sex offenders have a different 

propensity to reoffend. This suggests 

that different recidivism-reduction 

policies and practices are needed for 

different types of sex offenders. 

Policies and practices that take into account the differential reoffending risks posed by different 

types of sex offenders are likely to be more effective and cost-beneficial than those that treat sex 

offenders as a largely homogenous group. 

While a sound foundation of knowledge on the extent of sex offender recidivism has been produced in 

recent years, significant knowledge gaps and unresolved controversies remain. Variations across studies 

in the operational definition of recidivism, the length of the followup period employed, and other 

measurement factors continue to make it difficult to make cross-study comparisons of observed 
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recidivism rates. Interpreting disparate findings and their implications for policy and practice also 

remains a challenge.

While the operational definitions and followup 

periods employed in sex offender recidivism 

research will largely be dictated by the 

available data, studies that produce more 

readily comparable findings are greatly 

needed, as are those that employ followup 

periods longer than 5 years. Analyses that 

standardize the time at risk for all offenders 

in a given study using survival analysis also 

are needed. Future research should also 

attempt to build a stronger evidence base on the differential recidivism patterns of different types of sex 

offenders. While important information on the recidivism of rapists and child molesters has been 

produced, far more evidence regarding the recidivism patterns of crossover offenders and other specific 

sex offender subtypes is needed. 

Finally, far more policy-relevant research is 

needed on the absolute and relative risks 

that different types of sex offenders pose. 

The extant literature on sex offender 

recidivism has thus far been unable to 

decisively resolve the readily apparent 

controversy that exists in the field about the 

proper interpretation of recidivism data and 

its meaning for public policy. On one hand, 

some researchers interpret the observed 

recidivism rates of sex offenders as low, and 

hence argue for revisions to the current sex offender policy framework. Other researchers are more 

reticent to interpret recidivism data in the same way, pointing out that the true reoffense rates of sex 

offenders remain largely unknown due to underreporting and other factors. There is little question that 

policies and practices aimed at the reduction of sex offender recidivism would be far more effective and 

cost-beneficial if they better aligned with the empirical evidence, but bridging the gap is plagued by 

measurement problems and conflicting interpretations of the existing scientific evidence. Individual and 

community safety would no doubt be served by a redoubling of efforts to break down victim reporting 

barriers, improve research, and build more meaningful collaborations between researchers, 

policymakers, practitioners, and the public.

Notes

1
 Also see the definition for recidivism in Public Safety Canada's Glossary of Key Terms in Crime Prevention. 

2
 This includes offenders returning to the community upon release from incarceration as well as offenders who 

are serving or who have been discharged from community-based sentences. 

3
 Some researchers interpret the observed recidivism rates of sex offenders as relatively low or conclude that 

most sex offenders do not recidivate. Others are more reticent to interpret recidivism data in the same way, 

arguing that the true reoffense rates of sex offenders are high or unknown or that observed recidivism rates 

can be misleading because the propensity of sex offenders to reoffend is poorly reflected in officially recorded 

recidivism, particularly when short followup periods are involved. 

4
 See Pipe and colleagues (2007) for more information about childhood disclosure of sexual abuse.

5
 Some studies that examine the recidivism of offenders on parole or probation include in their definition of 

recidivism imprisonment that results from a technical violation of the conditions of release or supervision. 

6
 For example, some offenders found to be nonrecidivists may have moved out of state before the end of the 

followup period, or some may have spent a portion of the followup period in jail. Had these offenders actually 

been at risk in the community for the entire followup period, recidivism may have been detected, resulting in a 

higher observed recidivism rate for the entire group of offenders being studied.  

7
 Some single studies do not simply calculate the proportion rearrested, reconvicted, or returned to prison; 

rather, they employ a technique called survival analysis, which standardizes the at-risk time for everyone in the 

analysis. See endnote 29.    

8
 Meta-analysis has been criticized by some researchers, primarily for mixing very different studies together or 

for including studies of questionable quality in the analysis. Advances in methods regarding heterogeneity and 

methodological variability can successfully address these criticisms. See, for example, Petrosino and Lavenberg 

(2007); Wilson and Lipsey (2001); and Lipsey (2002). Meta-analyses that are based on prudent exclusionary 

criteria, incorporate statistical tests of homogeneity, and explore how methodological and contextual variations 

impact treatment effects are uniquely equipped to provide policymakers and practitioners with highly 

trustworthy and credible evidence.

9
 Sample and Bray (2003) did not report the number of 1990 arrestees who were categorized as sex offenders. 

10
 Twenty-two of the studies examined sexual recidivism (3,121 treated sex offenders and 3,625 comparison 

offenders) and 13 studies examined general recidivism (1,979 treated sex offenders and 2,822 comparison 

offenders). 

11
 Recidivism was defined as reconviction in 10 studies and rearrest in 12 studies. In one study, the criterion for 

recidivism was not specified. Average followup periods ranged from 1 to 21 years, with a median of 4.7 years.

12
 The 43 studies examined 5,078 treated offenders and 4,376 untreated offenders. Thirty-eight studies 

reported sexual recidivism (4,321 treated sex offenders and 3,591 comparison offenders) and 30 studies 



reported general recidivism (3,356 treated sex offenders and 2,475 comparison offenders). Recidivism was 

defined as reconviction in 8 studies and rearrest in 11 studies. In 20 studies, broad definitions of recidivism 

were used, including parole violations, readmissions to institutions, or community reports. Average followup 

periods ranged from 1 to 16 years, with a median of 46 months.

13 The 22,181 study subjects included 9,512 treated sexual offenders and 12,669 untreated sexual offenders.

14 These recidivism rates are based on the n-weighted average for the treatment and comparison groups. The 

unweighted average recidivism rates were 12 percent for the treatment group and 24 percent for the 

comparison group. The average followup period for treated sex offenders was 63.54 months (5.3 years) and the 

average followup period for untreated offenders was 62.41 months (5.2 years).   

15 A handful of other studies have employed followup periods of 20 or more years. Prentky and colleagues 

(1997), for example, examined the recidivism rates of rapists and child molesters at various followup points; 

the longest was 25 years after the offenders' release from confinement. The observed sexual recidivism rate 

after 5 years of followup was 19 percent for both rapists and child molesters. By comparison, the observed 

sexual recidivism rates after 25 years of followup were 39 percent for rapists and 52 percent for child 

molesters. These analyses are discussed in greater detail in the "Recidivism Rates: Different Types of Sex 

Offenders" section in this chapter. 

16 The sexual recidivism analysis was based on a combined sample of 23,393 offenders; the general recidivism 

analysis was based on a combined sample of 19,374 offenders.

17 The sexual recidivism analysis was based on a combined sample of 20,440 offenders; the general recidivism 

analysis was based on a combined sample of 13,196 offenders.

18 Reliable estimates on the prevalence of female sexual offending are difficult to obtain, as a number of factors 

can affect the recognition of female perpetrated sex offenses (CSOM, 2007). According to the Federal Bureau of 

Investigation's Uniform Crime Reports (UCR), only about 1 percent of the offenders arrested for rape in 2009 

were female. (For more on UCR, see the "Uniform Crime Report" section of chapter 1, "Incidence and 

Prevalence of Sexual Offending," in the Adult section.) A recent Safer Society survey of sex offender treatment 

programs in the United States and Canada found that females accounted for about 5 percent of the clients 

treated in U.S. programs in 2008 (McGrath et al., 2010).

19 The definition of recidivism varied widely, ranging from arrests to convictions and reports provided by 

probation officers.

20 Recidivism rates for males sex offenders were derived from Hanson and Bussière (1998) and Hanson and 

Morton-Bourgon (2004).

21
p < .001.

22 Five-year recidivism rates were based on 1,041 female offenders.

23 The sexual, violent, and overall recidivism rates for male sex offenders were drawn from Hanson and 

Bussiere (1998) and Hanson and Morton-Bourgon (2004).

24 Recidivism was defined as an arrest, charge, conviction, or incarceration for a new offense.

25 As a comparison, the researchers reported a sexual recidivism rate of 13.7 percent for male sex offenders 

based on an average followup period of 5.5 years. The average sexual recidivism rate reported for male sex 

offenders was derived from a previous meta-analysis (Hanson & Morton-Bourgon, 2004) of 84 studies involving 

20,440 sex offenders, the majority of whom were males. Hanson and Morton-Bourgon (2004) reported that 1 of 

the 84 studies in the meta-analysis focused on female sex offenders. Based on the N-size reported in that study 

of female offenders, fewer than 100 of the 20,440 sex offenders in the Hanson and Morton-Bourgon (2004) 

meta-analysis were female. 

26 The 5-year recidivism rate estimate is based on 514 offenders, the 10-year estimate is based on 261 

offenders, and the 15-year estimate is based on 157 offenders.

27 The study conducted by Langan, Schmitt, and Durose (2003) separated "violent sex crimes" into two 

categories: "rape" and "other sexual assault." The term "rapist" was used to refer to a released sex offender 

whose imprisonment offense was defined by state law as forcible intercourse with a female or male. The "rape" 

category excluded statutory rape or any other nonforcible sexual act with a minor or with someone unable to 

give legal or factual consent. Sex offenders whose imprisonment offense was a violent sex crime that could not 

be positively identified as "rape" were placed in the "sexual assault" category. The 3-year recidivism rates 

reported for the 6,576 sex offenders categorized as sexual assaulters follow: 5.5 percent were rearrested for a 

new sex crime, 16.4 percent were rearrested for a violent crime, and 41.5 percent were rearrested for a crime 

of any kind. 

28 Maletzky and Steinhauser (2002) conducted a study of 7,275 sexual offenders, including 448 rapists, who 

entered a treatment program between 1973 and 1997. Although the followup period for some offenders was as 

long as 25 years, the failure rates reported in the study were based on self-admission of covert and/or overt 

deviant behaviors or the presence of deviant sexual arousal (which is not a crime), in addition to reoffending.

29 Prentky and his colleagues also employed a statistical technique called survival analysis, which takes into 

account the amount of time each offender has been on the street and is thus able to reoffend. Recidivism is 

reported as the failure rate, which is the proportion of individuals who recidivated (or failed) based on a 

standardized time at risk for all study subjects. Determining the simple proportion of individuals who reoffended 

during the followup period—the most common method of calculating a recidivism rate—can underestimate the 

rate of recidivism because some of the nonrecidivists may not have been at risk in the community for the entire 

followup period. Had they been, recidivism may have been detected, resulting in a higher observed recidivism 

rate for the entire group of offenders being studied. By standardizing the at-risk time for all study subjects, 

survival analysis yields a more accurate estimate of recidivism.

30 These recidivism rates are the failure rates generated by survival analysis and reported in the study. 
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31 Prentky and Lee's 2007 analysis of the relationship between age at release and age at recidivism used the 

same sample of 136 civilly committed rapists used in their 1997 research. 

32 Of the approximately 141 children allegedly molested by these child molesters during the postrelease 

followup, 79 percent were age 13 or younger.

33 The sexual and overall recidivism rates reported here are failure rates reported by Prentky and colleagues 

(1997) based on survival analysis.

34 With respect to gender crossover, research suggests that the majority of offenders who assault males have 

also assaulted females (63–92 percent), but not the reverse (23–37 percent) (Abel & Osborn, 1992; English et 

al., 2000; Heil, Ahlmeyer, & Simons, 2003). (For more information on "Sex Offender Typologies," see chapter 3

in the Adult section).

35 Outcome data for both studies were obtained from official records and police reports, and recidivism was 

defined as a new charge or conviction or an incident where exposing behavior was reported to law enforcement 

and the offender was identified in the police report, even if the alleged incident did not lead to a criminal 

charge.

36 All of the treated and comparison offenders were charged with exhibitionism and psychologically assessed 

between 1976 and 1984. The 23 treated offenders participated in the treatment program being studied. The 21 

comparison offenders were referred to counseling in their local community.

37 Variation in sex offender management practices over time or across jurisdictions may also limit the 

transferability of findings. Some researchers, for example, have expressed concern about generalizing 

recidivism findings derived from lengthy followup periods to present-day sex offenders because sex offender 

management strategies have changed and improved over time (see, e.g., Wilson, 2011). See, for example, 

Maletzky and Steinhauser (2002) for a discussion of treatment improvement over time and see, for example, 

Lösel and Schmucker (2005) for an alternative finding. Also, some researchers have questioned the 

comparability of findings from studies of domestic and foreign sex offenders on the grounds that U.S. offenders 

are often subject to polygraph testing, whereas foreign offenders are not.

38 Studies that have not found a difference in recidivism between opposite-sex and same-sex child molesters 

include Barbaree and Marshall (1988) and Prentky and colleagues (1997).
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